Abstract. We created experimental situations where observers (great tit, Parus major and marsh tit, P. palustris) acquired one of five types of experience near conspecific and non-conspecific demonstrators: (1) neither demonstrator was feeding; (2) only the conspecific was feeding; (3) only the non-conspecific was feeding; (4) both were feeding and the observer received a reinforcement (food) near the conspecific; and (5) as (4), but the reinforcement was given near the non-conspecific. After each treatment, we recorded whether the observer approached a caged conspecific or a caged non-conspecific. There was a baseline preference for approaching conspecifics but this could be overcome by learnt associations so that the birds would then approach non-conspecifics. When there was an opportunity to distinguish between successful and unsuccessful foragers (demonstrators), and the successful forager was not conspecific, observers of the dominant species approached the successful subordinate non-conspecifics. Observers of the subordinate species approached the dominant species only if they had received a food reinforcement near them. Observers followed non-conspecific individuals more often at temperatures below than above 0 C and chose a conspecific individual more often above than below 0 C. 1998 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Individuals in flocks are thought to gain two principal advantages: a lower risk of predation and higher foraging efficiency (for a review see Caraco 1979; Pulliam & Caraco 1984) . Survival depends on both factors, but these may frequently be incompatible when food is scarce (Pulliam 1973; Caraco et al. 1980; Grubb & Greenwald 1982; Grubb 1987) . Winter flocking may also facilitate finding potential breeding partners, and allow subordinate individuals to remain in optimal habitats (Ekman 1979) . Nevertheless, dominant individuals survive the winter better than subordinates (Ekman 1984; Smith 1984) ; therefore, survivorship tactics probably vary with social status (Suhonen 1993) . Individuals should try to join a group if, by doing so, it maximizes their chance of survival. Flocks, therefore, develop as the result of decisions taken by individual birds (Ekman 1989) .
Whether foraging birds join others to form a group depends on the experience acquired by observational learning from companions. Birds are capable of learning about food types from both conspecific individuals (Klopfer 1959; Alcock 1969; Murton 1971; Davis 1976 ) and non-conspecific ones (Rubenstein et al. 1977; Mason & Reidinger 1981) and of acquiring new foraging techniques by imitation, again from both conspecific individuals (Fisher & Hinde 1949; Palameta & Lefebvre 1985; Giraldeau & Lefebvre 1986 ) and non-conspecific ones (Krebs 1973; Greig-Smith 1978; Morse 1978; Sasvári 1979) . Therefore, presumably, one expectation of an individual that joins a flock is an increase in its likelihood of finding food (Turner 1965; Siegfried 1971; Custer & Osborn 1978) .
In this study we examined how mixed-species foraging flocks of titmice form in response to benefits from observational learning. We hypothesized that birds are able to distinguish between successful and unsuccessful foragers and prefer to follow a successful, non-conspecific individual during their next bout of food finding when a conspecific has been seen to be unsuccessful. If the observers are then successful in finding food the following of non-conspecific individuals will be reinforced. To study these processes we carried
